This paper examines energy efficiency across 28 selected European Union (EU) Member States and reviews the potential for energy recovery from waste according to the efficiency scores obtained. The efficiencies are assessed through data envelopment analysis (DEA) and the following variables are used, inputs: final energy consumption, labour, capital, population density and outputs: gross domestic product (GDP), nitrogen oxide (NOx) emissions, sulphur oxide (SOx) emissions and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions for the years 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016. Results show that most countries maintain their efficiency scores with only a few marginally improving theirs and at the same time, it is noticed that most are decreasing after 2012. Based on these efficiency scores, this paper recommends moving towards waste-to-energy with two main objectives, namely sufficient and sustainable energy production and effective treatment of municipal solid waste (MSW). This option would enhance the circular economy, whereas prioritization needs to be given to prevention, preparation for reuse, recycling and energy recovery through to disposal. Together with the EU Commission's competition strategy, these options would ensure reliable energy supplies at rational prices and with the least environmental impacts. Moreover the efficiency scores need to be examined along the financial crisis which has been affecting the EU since 2008, showing a decrease in those efficiency scores after 2012 under a more imminent crisis.
Introduction
One of the major challenges of the 21st century is the continuous increase of municipal solid waste (MSW) production as well as its management. According to the European Union (EU) Waste Framework Directive (WFD) 2008/98/EC, 'any substance or object which the holder discards or intends or is required to discard' is defined as waste. The main treatment options for MSW include, among others, landfill, incineration, recycling and composting. Both developed and developing countries have been dealing with the issue of sustainable waste management and are investigating ways to meet national and international standards in order to reduce their overall environmental impact. The main issues that have been pestering developed countries are potential ways to decrease the amount of waste going to landfill and increase the recycling and recovery of materials. The Waste Hierarchy (Figure 1 ) has been affecting countries' management options as it gives priority to preventing waste, but even if and when it is created, it should be prepared for reuse, recycling and energy recovering and only disposed to landfill if no other option is possible [1] . To date many EU Member States have failed to implement waste prevention practices and therefore the regulations that have been set out by WFD [2] . In general Southern and Eastern Europe countries are shown to have the largest implementation gaps regarding their waste management systems [2] . Figure 2 shows EU Member States that have been performing above (blue), below (purple) and average (green) regarding their waste management. To date many EU Member States have failed to implement waste prevention practices and therefore the regulations that have been set out by WFD [2] . In general Southern and Eastern Europe countries are shown to have the largest implementation gaps regarding their waste management systems [2] . Figure 2 shows EU Member States that have been performing above (blue), below (purple) and average (green) regarding their waste management. To date many EU Member States have failed to implement waste prevention practices and therefore the regulations that have been set out by WFD [2] . In general Southern and Eastern Europe countries are shown to have the largest implementation gaps regarding their waste management systems [2] . Figure 2 shows EU Member States that have been performing above (blue), below (purple) and average (green) regarding their waste management. Figure 2 . Waste management performance across Europe [2] . Figure 2 . Waste management performance across Europe [2] .
A significant part of the Europe 2020 growth strategy has been sustainable growth towards a 'smart, sustainable and inclusive economy' under the notion of the circular economy, while achieving Energies 2019, 12, 3718 3 of 32 lower greenhouse gas emissions by 20% compared to levels of 1990, generating 20% of its energy from renewable sources and to increase energy efficiency by 20% [3] . These measures could bring net savings to EU Member States, while increasing resource productivity by 30% by 2030, enhancing Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by nearly 1% and creating 2 M additional jobs while also reducing EU carbon emissions by 450 Mt by 2030 [4] . The framework of measures for the promotion of energy efficiency is set out by Directive 2012/27/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 on energy efficiency addressing the achievement of the 20% target on energy efficiency in 2020.
In addition to those, the 2030 climate and energy framework covers EU-wide targets and policy objectives for the period 2021 to 2030, with the main targets being: at least 40% cuts in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (from 1990 levels), at least 32% share for renewable energy and at least 32.5% improvement in energy efficiency [5] . Moreover the 2050 EU long-term strategy stresses the opportunities that a climate neutral Europe may bring as well as challenges that may appear, without revising the 2030 targets nor launching new policies [6] . Overall this strategy is meant to provide a framework for the EU to achieve the Paris Agreement objectives and tackle climate change by limiting global warming to below 2 • C and attempting to limit it to 1.5 • C [6] .
Generally it is noticed that the global economy is highly reliant on fossil fuels such as oil, gas and coal, resulting in higher GHG emissions [7, 8] . Due to the volatile price of oil and the environmental degradation occurring because of fossil fuels' use, a turn towards renewable energy sources has been noticed [9] . Along those lines the public has become more sensitive to environmental issues, therefore most countries will be forced to make real changes in their energy mix [10] .
Energy efficiency improvement can provide many benefits apart from cost efficiency such as energy savings, air pollution control and GHG emission reduction as well as energy security and health benefits [11, 12] . It is essential to combine technological options and implementation approaches to improve energy recovery efficiency of the urban and industrial system and achieve low-carbon cities [13] . In those regards, the development of advanced computational techniques has enabled the evaluation of energy efficiency [14] .
Such a tool is data envelopment analysis (DEA) which has been accepted throughout the academic community as a useful benchmarking technique [14] . DEA is a non-parametric linear programming method used to measure the efficiency of selected decision making units (DMUs) [15] . Initially it was intended to be applied in microeconomic studies, but comes handy in macroeconomic analysis too [16] .
In the present paper DEA was used at a macroeconomic level, to evaluate energy efficiency in 28 selected EU Member States with the aim to identify the current levels of efficiency as well as to assess the potential of using MSW to regain energy and ensure reliable supplies for all at reasonable prices with the least potential impacts taking the financial crisis into account too. The existing literature shows that there is a major gap in current research as researchers have not attempted to evaluate energy efficiency among EU Member States in order to understand what this means and its potential implications for the MSW sector especially under the circular economy concept. This study therefore aims to also provide EU energy efficiency levels that could act as an incentive to move more towards energy recovery from waste and realise a circular economy in full.
Apart from this Introduction, the rest of the paper is structured as presented below. Section 2 provides the background research on this topic by reviewing the main elements of energy recovery from waste (Section 2.1) as well as the relevant existing DEA studies (Section 2.2) with Section 3 showing the proposed methodology along with the data used. Section 4 presents the empirical findings while Section 5 analyses the results and their implications. Finally the last section (Section 6) concludes the paper. 
Background
This section provides some main points to introduce the topic of energy recovery from waste and the various options with which this can be made (Section 2.1). Then Section 2.2 reviews some of the studies that have used DEA in evaluating energy efficiency, leading to the methodology part in the following section, Section 3.
Energy Recovery from Waste
As already mentioned, the burning of waste for recovering energy is called incineration and it happens under a high temperature, therefore it is also called thermal treatment [17] . MSW can act as a source of energy through waste incineration; for instance in Denmark waste incineration covers approximately 5% of the electricity demand and 20% of the district heating demand [8] . With the use of incineration wastes' form is reduced from 95 to 96%, depending how many materials can be recovered as well as their composition; therefore incineration does not achieve the omission of landfill completely but reduces the amount of waste disposed that way [17] . Figure 3 presents the main inputs and outputs from incineration. 4 studies that have used DEA in evaluating energy efficiency, leading to the methodology part in the following section, Section 3.
As already mentioned, the burning of waste for recovering energy is called incineration and it happens under a high temperature, therefore it is also called thermal treatment [17] . MSW can act as a source of energy through waste incineration; for instance in Denmark waste incineration covers approximately 5% of the electricity demand and 20% of the district heating demand [8] . With the use of incineration wastes' form is reduced from 95 to 96%, depending how many materials can be recovered as well as their composition; therefore incineration does not achieve the omission of landfill completely but reduces the amount of waste disposed that way [17] . Figure 3 presents the main inputs and outputs from incineration. In 2009 there were 449 Incineration plants across 20 Western and Central European countries with a total throughput of around 69.4 Mt [19] . In 2016 there were 512 plants in Europe alone, providing a total incineration capacity of 93 Mt [20] . In many countries such as Germany and Japan, incinerators are widely used to treat both MSW and industrial waste [21] . Incineration has been raising a lot of controversy regarding its potential use. Generally public disagreement can affect political willingness to support incineration, which has been the case especially for Spain and Greece [22] . Some other relatively new technologies include pyrolysis and gasification but these have not yet been fully employed in the EU [18] . Pyrolysis is the thermal decomposition of materials in the absence of oxygen [23] . The pyrolysis of biomass results in the production of char, liquid and gaseous products ( Figure 4 ) [24] . It can be divided into three main parts: conventional pyrolysis, fast pyrolysis and flash pyrolysis [25] . More recently research has focused on fast pyrolysis in which case waste is decomposed quickly under high temperatures and produces bio-oil. The main features of a fast pyrolysis process are [26] : In 2009 there were 449 Incineration plants across 20 Western and Central European countries with a total throughput of around 69.4 Mt [19] . In 2016 there were 512 plants in Europe alone, providing a total incineration capacity of 93 Mt [20] . In many countries such as Germany and Japan, incinerators are widely used to treat both MSW and industrial waste [21] . Incineration has been raising a lot of controversy regarding its potential use. Generally public disagreement can affect political willingness to support incineration, which has been the case especially for Spain and Greece [22] . Some other relatively new technologies include pyrolysis and gasification but these have not yet been fully employed in the EU [18] . Pyrolysis is the thermal decomposition of materials in the absence of oxygen [23] . The pyrolysis of biomass results in the production of char, liquid and gaseous products ( Figure 4 ) [24] . It can be divided into three main parts: conventional pyrolysis, fast pyrolysis and flash pyrolysis [25] . More recently research has focused on fast pyrolysis in which case waste is decomposed quickly under high temperatures and produces bio-oil. The main features of a fast pyrolysis process are [26] : 
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• very high heating and heat transfer rates • carefully controlled temperature of around 500°C
• rapid cooling of the pyrolysis vapours.
Bio-oil that is produced through pyrolysis can replace fuel oil or diesel, for instance in boilers, furnaces, engines and turbines for producing electricity [23] . Even though the production of crude biooils has been researched extensively, little progress has been made to produce additives or transportation fuel extenders from these oils, therefore this is an area that has to be further examined [27] .
Figure 4.
Schematic representation of single pyrolysis process inputs and outputs [18] .
Gasification is actually a process between pyrolysis and incineration because it comprises of the partial oxidation of waste [19] . Gasification involves heating carbon rich waste in sub-stochiometric conditions, whereas the majority of carbon is transformed into a gaseous material leaving an inert residue from the breakdown of organic molecules [18] . In gasification ( Figure 5 ) carbon based wastes are heated in the absence of oxygen to produce a solid, low in carbon and energy from syngas which is a fuel gas mixture consisting of hydrogen and carbon monoxide [19] , and can therefore be considered as a thermochemical process. Gasification is highly efficient and has low environmental emission rates therefore it is a quite desirable technology [28] . It is a viable alternative to incineration specifically for thermal treatment of homogeneous carbon-based waste and for pre-treated heterogeneous waste [29] . Bio-oil that is produced through pyrolysis can replace fuel oil or diesel, for instance in boilers, furnaces, engines and turbines for producing electricity [23] . Even though the production of crude bio-oils has been researched extensively, little progress has been made to produce additives or transportation fuel extenders from these oils, therefore this is an area that has to be further examined [27] .
Gasification is actually a process between pyrolysis and incineration because it comprises of the partial oxidation of waste [19] . Gasification involves heating carbon rich waste in sub-stochiometric conditions, whereas the majority of carbon is transformed into a gaseous material leaving an inert residue from the breakdown of organic molecules [18] . In gasification ( Figure 5 ) carbon based wastes are heated in the absence of oxygen to produce a solid, low in carbon and energy from syngas which is a fuel gas mixture consisting of hydrogen and carbon monoxide [19] , and can therefore be considered as a thermochemical process. Gasification is highly efficient and has low environmental emission rates therefore it is a quite desirable technology [28] . It is a viable alternative to incineration specifically for thermal treatment of homogeneous carbon-based waste and for pre-treated heterogeneous waste [29] .
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Bio-oil that is produced through pyrolysis can replace fuel oil or diesel, for instance in boilers, furnaces, engines and turbines for producing electricity [23] . Even though the production of crude biooils has been researched extensively, little progress has been made to produce additives or transportation fuel extenders from these oils, therefore this is an area that has to be further examined [27] . Gasification is actually a process between pyrolysis and incineration because it comprises of the partial oxidation of waste [19] . Gasification involves heating carbon rich waste in sub-stochiometric conditions, whereas the majority of carbon is transformed into a gaseous material leaving an inert residue from the breakdown of organic molecules [18] . In gasification ( Figure 5 ) carbon based wastes are heated in the absence of oxygen to produce a solid, low in carbon and energy from syngas which is a fuel gas mixture consisting of hydrogen and carbon monoxide [19] , and can therefore be considered as a thermochemical process. Gasification is highly efficient and has low environmental emission rates therefore it is a quite desirable technology [28] . It is a viable alternative to incineration specifically for thermal treatment of homogeneous carbon-based waste and for pre-treated heterogeneous waste [29] . In addition to the methods described above, a further treatment method is anaerobic digestion (AD) which includes the bacterial decomposition of organic material in almost anaerobic conditions whose by-products include biogas and digestate [18] . There are two main types of anaerobic digestion called thermophilic and mesophilic -the primary difference between them is the temperatures used in the process; thermophilic processes reach temperatures of up to 60 • C whereas the mesophilic ones normally run at about 35-40 • C [30] .
The high degree of flexibility associated with AD is considered one of the most important advantages of the method, since it can treat several types of waste, ranging from wet to dry and from clean organics to grey waste [18] . Therefore it's a quite desirable option, and for instance in the UK alone there were about 378 AD combined heat and electricity (CHP) plants in 2015 [31] . AD ( Figure 6 ) can in comparison to composting better treat waste with a higher moisture content and can occur usually between 60% and 99% moisture content [18] . Hence kitchen waste and other putrescible wastes which are high in moisture can be an excellent feedstock for AD, whereas woody wastes including a higher proportion of lignocellulosic materials are better suited to composting [32] . 6 alone there were about 378 AD combined heat and electricity (CHP) plants in 2015 [31] . AD ( Figure 6 ) can in comparison to composting better treat waste with a higher moisture content and can occur usually between 60% and 99% moisture content [18] . Hence kitchen waste and other putrescible wastes which are high in moisture can be an excellent feedstock for AD, whereas woody wastes including a higher proportion of lignocellulosic materials are better suited to composting [32] .
The process of AD provides a source of renewable energy, since waste is broken down to produce biogas (a mixture of methane and carbon dioxide), which can be used to produce energy. The biogas can be used threefold: to generate electricity, to power on-site equipment and any excess electricity can be exported to the national grid [18] . Possible uses include its potential to provide heat, electricity or both. Alternatively, the biogas can be 'upgraded' to pure methane, often called biomethane, by removing other gases. One cubic metre of biogas at 60% methane content converts to 6.7 kWh energy [33] .
Therefore incentives are provided by the EU to encourage small to medium enterprises and farms to employ AD to gain economic benefits from their organic waste; for instance the UK Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) scheme provides quarterly payments over twenty years for non-domestic thermal energy production using renewable resources [31] .
Finally another important waste-to-energy technology is mechanical biological treatment (MBT) through which the so-called refuse derived fuel (RDF) or solid recovered fuel (SRF) can be produced. RDF generally includes sewage sludge, waste wood, calorific fractions of household and commercial waste, shredder lightweight fractions, scrap tyres, food byproducts [34] . MBT is a process designed to optimise the use of resources by recovering materials for one or more purposes and stabilising the organic fraction of residual waste [18] . The process of AD provides a source of renewable energy, since waste is broken down to produce biogas (a mixture of methane and carbon dioxide), which can be used to produce energy. The biogas can be used threefold: to generate electricity, to power on-site equipment and any excess electricity can be exported to the national grid [18] . Possible uses include its potential to provide heat, electricity or both. Alternatively, the biogas can be 'upgraded' to pure methane, often called biomethane, by removing other gases. One cubic metre of biogas at 60% methane content converts to 6.7 kWh energy [33] .
Finally another important waste-to-energy technology is mechanical biological treatment (MBT) through which the so-called refuse derived fuel (RDF) or solid recovered fuel (SRF) can be produced. RDF generally includes sewage sludge, waste wood, calorific fractions of household and commercial waste, shredder lightweight fractions, scrap tyres, food byproducts [34] . MBT is a process designed to optimise the use of resources by recovering materials for one or more purposes and stabilising the organic fraction of residual waste [18] . Some of the benefits of MBT include the fact that materials and energy can be recovered, space requirements are reduced and gas and leachate emissions from landfill are reduced at the same time [18] . MBT systems basically comprise of two simple ideas: either to separate the waste and then treat or to treat the waste and then separate [19] . Aerobic biological unit processes are used to 'stabilise' the organic fraction, to reduce its biodegradability and therefore its ability to generate methane, whereas anaerobic biological unit processes can help produce biogas from the organic portion of MSW [35] . Figure 7 presents a schematic representation of the MBT inputs and outputs. In those regards RDF must fulfill general quality requirements in order to be safely and efficiently used such as [34] :
availability of sufficient quantities with required specifications. In relation to the aforementioned information, it should be noted that there is an increasing interest in the development and application of heat recovery systems worldwide, driven by government regulatory requirements both from an environmental and an economic perspective [36] . For instance in the EU, 70% of the total energy use in the industrial sector is for thermal processes and about 1/3 of this energy is waste, which could be recovered and used instead [37] . The waste heat recovery market is projected to continue to rise and thus far the EU is the dominant player accounting for 38% of the global market [36] . Of course every industry shows different potential for waste heat which can be seen in Table 1 . Table 1 . Waste heat potential per industry (%) [37] .
Industry
Waste Heat Potential (%) Moreover efficient energy recovery means that access to heat distribution infrastructure which utilises recovered excess heat is essential [38] . Closing this section it should be noted that the EU Commission suggests that more investments should be made to AD processes than incineration, in order to ensure that increases in recycling and reuse do not find any obstacles [39] .
Use of DEA in Energy Efficiency Studies
Many studies have focused on the field of energy and environmental efficiency with the use of DEA. Efficiency is the ratio of output to input; a state of absolute efficiency is achieved when the best possible output per input is realised and it is not possible to amend this without changing technology or any other factors in the production process [35] . Some researchers have composed a list of the main studies working on this topic [40, 41] . In more detail, Mardani et al. [40] identified a total of 144 papers between 2006 and 2015. The specific focus of those studies can be seen in Table 2 . Table 2 . Distribution papers based on application areas (Adapted from [40] ). Sueyoshi et al. [41] present DEA applications from 1980 to 2010 (693 studies) and a considerable increase in research has been noticed after 2000. The first research work on energy efficiency was by Färe et al. [42] . Further studies focused both on developed countries such as Canada [43] , USA [44] , selected Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) ones [45, 46] and developing countries like Korea [47] and India [48] .
Application Fields Number of Papers
These studies have focused on different aspects of energy efficiency. For instance Zhou et al. [45] by using DEA measured the carbon emissions' performance of eight regions worldwide in 2002, while they examined the environmental efficiency of 26 OECD countries from 1995 to 1997 [45] . Halkos and Tzeremes [7] examined energy consumption on countries' economic efficiency levels and DEA in that case presents economic efficiency variations among the examined countries. Additionally the Energies 2019, 12, 3718 9 of 32 effects of renewable energy on the technical efficiency of 45 economies during 2001-2002 was studied by Chen and Hu [49] showing that increasing the use of renewable energy improves an economy's technical efficiency.
Chen et al. [21] evaluated the performance-based efficiencies of 19 largescale municipal incinerators in Taiwan with different operational conditions for 2002-2005, leading to optimal management strategies for promoting the quality of solid waste incineration. Moreover the renewable energy sector in Greece is examined through DEA for 78 firms for [2006] [2007] [2008] showing that the majority of the firms operating in the Greek renewable sector are based on the production of wind energy [10] .
Hu and Wang [50] measured the energy efficiency of 29 regions in China and propose a total factor energy efficiency evaluation method. The technical efficiency of energy utilities in China and Taiwan was also studied by Yeh et al. [51] . The same approach but with the incorporation of environmental efficiency as well was followed by Bian and Yang [52] . Furthermore Zhou and Ang [53] measured energy efficiency using both energy and non-energy inputs. Wang et al. [54] created a mixed efficiency model which includes both economic and environmental efficiency attempting to proportionally increase desirable outputs and decrease undesirable outputs.
Wang et al. [55] evaluated energy and environmental efficiency of 29 regions in China with an improved DEA model. Yang et al. [56] modeled carbon emissions from travel in Beijing using microsimulation modelling and investigating the effects of the major transport policies. Finally Song et al. [57] developed an improved method by which to evaluate resource and environmental efficiency with the evaluation of resource inputs into the objective function and focus on resource inputs, undesirable outputs and desirable outputs simultaneously.
Research Methods, Data and Production Frameworks

The Proposed Methodology-An Overview of DEA
As mentioned already DEA is used to assess the efficiency of selected DMUs, whereas each unit is compared with all others [12] and aims to identify the ones that are operating inefficiently [35] . That way both good and bad outputs can be taken into account [15] . Efficient DMUs achieve a rating of 1 (or 100%) and these constitute the efficiency frontier showing the non-efficient DMUs as well [12, 58] .
In DEA analysis it is not necessary to assume that there is any specific relationship between inputs and outputs [59] . DEA models are either input-oriented minimizing inputs or output-oriented models maximizing outputs without the use of more inputs [60] . The relevant formulations of those two models are as follows [14] :
Input-oriented Min θ 0 Subject to:
where θ 0 is DMU 0's efficiency score, is DMU k's contribution on the targets of DMU 0, y j0 is output j quantity for DMU 0, x i0 is output i quantity for DMU 0 and n is the quantity of DMUs used on the model. Moreover the decision varialbes are θ and λ. Farrell's [61] input measure operationalization of efficiency was introduced via linear programming estimators by Charnes et al. [62] . Therefore for a given DMU operating at a point it can be defined as:
where x and y are the input and output vectors. DEA has been widely used in research mainly because one can use multiple inputs and outputs without assigning weights on those and at the same time efficiencies are calculated based on the best operating DMU and not on average performance levels [63] . On the contrary a disadvantage of DEA is that is that it produces a separate linear programme for each DMU thus creating a computational mess when there are a lot of DMUs taken into account [60] .
Bias Correction and Returns of Scale in DEA
Bootstrap is used in most DEA studies as the DEA estimators have been proven to be biased by construction so it is necessary to correct and estimate the relevant bias [64] [65] [66] . In that case a simulation of the data generating process (DGP) is applied whereas the estimator copies the sampling distribution of the original estimator [67] . At the same time the sensitivity of the efficiency scores relative to the sampling variations of the estimated frontier is defined as well [64] .
The bootstrap bias estimate for the original DEA estimator θ DEA (x, y) can be calculated as:
where B stands for bootstrap replications performed. The biased corrected estimator of (x, y) can be calculated as:
This procedure also provides confidence limits on the efficiencies in order to present the true efficient frontier within the specified interval [68] . Therefore the (1−α) × 100-percent bootstrap confidence intervals can be obtained for θ(x, y) as:
These calculations have also been applied in this research as will be presented in Section 4. Another important element that needs to be considered in the DEA analysis is if constant returns to scale (CRS) or variable returns to scale (VRS) deem suitable for each specific case. Under CRS as originally designed by Charnes et al. [62] (CCR model) a full proportionality between all inputs and outputs is assumed [69] which could be the case when firms operate at the optimal level [70] . It is possible to disregard this information by using VRS. As originally designed by Banker et al. [71] (BCC model) VRS accounts for the use of technical and scale efficiencies in DEA. This method includes both increasing and decreasing returns to scale. Therefore following Simar's and Wilson's [64] bootstrap approach we compare between CRS and VRS according to these hypotheses:
The test statistic mean of the ratios of the efficiency scores is then provided by:
Then the p-value of the null-hypothesis can be obtained:
where Tobs is the value of T computed on the original observed sample Xn and B is the number of bootstrap reputations. Then the p-value can be approximated by the proportion of bootstrap values of T *b less the original observed value of Tobs such as:
Based on these equations, calculations have been performed on Stata and it is shown that for the data used (Section 3.3) and the designed frameworks (described in further detail in Section 3.4), CRS is more appropriate following the CCR model [62] as the results obtained are higher than 0.05 thus accepting the null hypothesis (B = 999). The specific results are shown in Table 3 . In the case of the CRS or CCR models, the efficiency frontier is a straight line crossing the point of origin and the best performers (efficient DMUs) [72] . Figure 8 presents the graphical representation of the efficient and inefficient DMUs along the frontier, in which case DMU 2 is the best performer and is used as a reference for all other DMUs. In those regards further improvement of efficiency scores for inefficient DMUs can be achieved through the implementation of good practices of the efficient ones [73] .
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0.6016 0.8138 0.3393 0.5736 0.5816 In the case of the CRS or CCR models, the efficiency frontier is a straight line crossing the point of origin and the best performers (efficient DMUs) [72] . Figure 8 presents the graphical representation of the efficient and inefficient DMUs along the frontier, in which case DMU2 is the best performer and is used as a reference for all other DMUs. In those regards further improvement of efficiency scores for inefficient DMUs can be achieved through the implementation of good practices of the efficient ones. [73] . 
Data Used
For this paper's analysis the MaxDEA for Data Envelopment Analysis programme (MaxDEA Basic 6.6 -2015 edition) is used. Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics of the inputs and outputs used in the different DEA frameworks and for all the years and for all the examined countries. 
For this paper's analysis the MaxDEA for Data Envelopment Analysis programme (MaxDEA Basic 6.6 -2015 edition) is used. Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics of the inputs and outputs used in the different DEA frameworks and for all the years and for all the examined countries. Based on these data, Figure 9 presents the trend of energy consumption levels, SOx, NOx and GHG emissions for all examined years on an average EU basis for the 28 countries taken into account. It is noticed that all indicators have dropped since 2008 especially SOx and NOx emissions, while energy consumption and GHG emissions are on the rise again after 2014. 
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• GHG emissions: thousand t of CO2 equivalent (from energy production and distribution) Based on these data, Figure 9 presents the trend of energy consumption levels, SOx, NOx and GHG emissions for all examined years on an average EU basis for the 28 countries taken into account. It is noticed that all indicators have dropped since 2008 especially SOx and NOx emissions, while energy consumption and GHG emissions are on the rise again after 2014. At the same time it is noticed that the share of energy from renewable sources is also on the rise in the EU Member States as shown in Figure 10 , showing also how far those countries are from achieving At the same time it is noticed that the share of energy from renewable sources is also on the rise in the EU Member States as shown in Figure 10 
Environmental Production Frameworks
Following studies such as those of Wang et al. [55] and Chien and Hu [74] , where capital, labor, population density (M2 framework) and energy consumption are used as inputs and GDP (desirable output), carbon dioxide and sulphur dioxide (undesirable outputs), this paper's analysis produces two production frameworks as presented in Figure 11 (M1 framework) and Figure 12 (M2 framework). Population density is a factor that has not been used in previous research regarding energy efficiency but it is a strong inequality measure which affects regional and interregional policies and in turn regional and interregional socioeconomic development [50] . In both frameworks a radial model is used, 
Following studies such as those of Wang et al. [55] and Chien and Hu [74] , where capital, labor, population density (M2 framework) and energy consumption are used as inputs and GDP (desirable output), carbon dioxide and sulphur dioxide (undesirable outputs), this paper's analysis produces two production frameworks as presented in Figure 11 (M1 framework) and Figure 12 (M2 framework) . Population density is a factor that has not been used in previous research regarding energy efficiency but it is a strong inequality measure which affects regional and interregional policies and in turn regional and interregional socioeconomic development [50] . In both frameworks a radial model is used, which is output oriented (as presented in Section 3.1). 
Following studies such as those of Wang et al. [55] and Chien and Hu [74] , where capital, labor, population density (M2 framework) and energy consumption are used as inputs and GDP (desirable output), carbon dioxide and sulphur dioxide (undesirable outputs), this paper's analysis produces two production frameworks as presented in Figure 11 (M1 framework) and Figure 12 (M2 framework). Population density is a factor that has not been used in previous research regarding energy efficiency but it is a strong inequality measure which affects regional and interregional policies and in turn regional and interregional socioeconomic development [50] . In both frameworks a radial model is used, which is output oriented (as presented in Section 3.1). Overall to evaluate the energy efficiency of the studied EU Member States, DEA was used to examine all countries' parameters, classify and quantify the variables, model the problem and determine the best performing DMUs. These were then analysed and recommendations are provided.
Result
Under the M1 framework the highest performers are: Hungary, Luxembourg, Sweden; whereas the lowest performers are: Estonia, Bulgaria, Greece and Slovenia. For framework M2 the picture is quite similar. Table 5 shows the efficiency scores of all examined countries for the whole time period studied. Also Table 6 presents the average scores (year-wise) per country per modelling framework. Overall to evaluate the energy efficiency of the studied EU Member States, DEA was used to examine all countries' parameters, classify and quantify the variables, model the problem and determine the best performing DMUs. These were then analysed and recommendations are provided.
Under the M1 framework the highest performers are: Hungary, Luxembourg, Sweden; whereas the lowest performers are: Estonia, Bulgaria, Greece and Slovenia. For framework M2 the picture is quite similar. Table 5 shows the efficiency scores of all examined countries for the whole time period studied. Also Table 6 presents the average scores (year-wise) per country per modelling framework. The obtained results are biased and therefore following the bootstrap technique presented in Section 3, the bias corrected results need to be applied in our analysis. Tables A1 and A2 (Appendix A) present the efficiency scores of the 28 countries, the bias corrected efficiency scores and the 95-percent confidence intervals: lower and upper bound obtained by B = 999 bootstrap replications using the algorithm described in Section 3.2.
According to the bias corrected efficiency measures the countries with the higher environmental efficiency scores (i.e., >0.497) over the years are reported to be:
•
Framework M1: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Lithuania, Malta and Slovenia. • Framework M2: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Lithuania and Slovenia.
The two modelling techniques used in this analysis cannot be compared to each other since they use different inputs and outputs. A lack of common environmental policies among EU Member States can be seen in their energy efficiency levels regarding energy consumption and the relevant emissions. With regards to changes over the years and as can be seen in Figure 13 , most countries seem to maintain their efficiency scores with only Czech Republic, Finland, Ireland, Malta, Romania and Slovenia marginally improving theirs. At the same time, it can be noticed that most countries have higher environmental efficiency scores over 2010 and 2012 with a decrease after that. 
Discussion
The efficiency scores obtained and presented in the previous section show that EU-wise environmental efficiency levels regarding energy consumption and emissions tend to be quite low. The world's tension level of energy supply is worsened over the years and efforts are being made to replace traditional fossil fuels with more sustainable options achieving a good balance between economic development and environmental protection [75] . Energy from waste is the largest source of renewable energy today in the EU and is expected to hold this place until 2030, reaching a share of 60-70% [40] .
The 'International Energy Efficiency Scorecard' published in 2014 by the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy stresses that countries can maintain their resources, address global warming, stabilize their economies and reduce the costs of their economic outputs by using energy more efficiently [76] . This can be seen graphically also in Figure 9 where a decrease in emissions' level is generally noticed. The results obtained from the current analysis are also in connection with the EU's targets for energy and climate as presented in Figure 14 .
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The 'International Energy Efficiency Scorecard' published in 2014 by the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy stresses that countries can maintain their resources, address global warming, stabilize their economies and reduce the costs of their economic outputs by using energy more efficiently [76] . This can be seen graphically also in Figure 9 where a decrease in emissions' level is generally noticed. The results obtained from the current analysis are also in connection with the EU's targets for energy and climate as presented in Figure 14 . In connection to that, nations have been moving towards waste-to-energy with two main objectives, namely sufficient and sustainable energy production and effective treatment of MSW by reducing its volume by about 87% [78] . Both these two factors need to be taken into account when considering this option [79] . A major issue to make sure this option is viable, both from an economic and an environmental perspective, is to take into consideration the resource characteristics, such as In connection to that, nations have been moving towards waste-to-energy with two main objectives, namely sufficient and sustainable energy production and effective treatment of MSW by reducing its volume by about 87% [78] . Both these two factors need to be taken into account when considering this option [79] . A major issue to make sure this option is viable, both from an economic and an environmental perspective, is to take into consideration the resource characteristics, such as their location, amount and quality [80] . The results of this study presenting energy efficiency should be considered to avoid unnecessary entropy production but also to make processes more cost effective and ecofriendly [81] . The main benefits from waste-to-energy include [82] :
• It transforms waste from a problem into a resource.
•
Energy generated contributes to primary energy savings from other energy sources.
It can reduce greenhouse-gas emissions when it replaces more carbon-intensive energy sources.
Waste to landfill is reduced heavily. • Waste treatment time is extremely short compared with landfills.
It also enables treatment of hazardous waste.
At the same time, the main associated risk is that those systems become highly dependent on and justify societies' increasingly uneconomical consumption levels, while also having unintended negative effects (such as higher levels of energy and material use throughout a society, increasing upstream environmental impacts) [82] . Moreover it is essential to create a network of the waste by-products, electricity and heat between multiple sectors throughout the world [83, 84] . Figure 15 presents a map of waste-to-energy plants in Europe for 2017, in which capacity is seen to be overall stable compared to 2016, with only the UK increasing its capacity.
At the same time, the main associated risk is that those systems become highly dependent on and justify societies' increasingly uneconomical consumption levels, while also having unintended negative effects (such as higher levels of energy and material use throughout a society, increasing upstream environmental impacts) [82] . Moreover it is essential to create a network of the waste byproducts, electricity and heat between multiple sectors throughout the world [83, 84] . Figure 15 presents a map of waste-to-energy plants in Europe for 2017, in which capacity is seen to be overall stable compared to 2016, with only the UK increasing its capacity. Figure 15 . Waste-to-energy in Europe in 2017 (with red: waste thermally treated (in Mt) and with blue: plants operating in Europe) [85] .
The necessary treatment that is to be used depends highly on the nature and volume of the waste stream with the main factor taken into account being its energy content (calorific value) and as a rule of thumb waste-to-energy option should be considered when the incoming waste has an average calorific value of at least 7 MJ/kg [86] . Table 7 presents the average net calorific values for most common MSW waste streams. The necessary treatment that is to be used depends highly on the nature and volume of the waste stream with the main factor taken into account being its energy content (calorific value) and as a rule of thumb waste-to-energy option should be considered when the incoming waste has an average calorific value of at least 7 MJ/kg [86] . Table 7 presents the average net calorific values for most common MSW waste streams. Overall the European Commission 2017 (Ref. [38] ) recommends the main technologies that could be used [88] :
• co-incineration in combustion plants: with gasification of SRF and co-incineration of the resulting syngas in the combustion plant. • co-incineration in cement kilns. • incineration in dedicated facilities:
• the use of super heaters and heat pumps • the utilisation of the energy contained in flue gas • distributing chilled water through district cooling networks. • Bio-methane for further distribution and utilisation.
In this regard Scarlat et al. [20] perform a suitability analysis as to where waste-to-energy plants are best to be built, which can be seen graphically on Figure 16 . The potential plants (shown in green) are interrelated with the results of the current analysis, as according to their analysis, there is great potential to build plants for instance in the Czech Republic, Croatia, France, Hungary, Italy, Spain and UK. For those countries the current analysis found that energy efficiency scores are overall quite low in comparison to other countries. Also Greece and Bulgaria show a great potential for building waste-to-energy plants which makes sense according to this analysis as for these countries efficiency scores are quite low as well.
• co-incineration in combustion plants: with gasification of SRF and co-incineration of the resulting syngas in the combustion plant. • Bio-methane for further distribution and utilisation.
In this regard Scarlat et al. [20] perform a suitability analysis as to where waste-to-energy plants are best to be built, which can be seen graphically on Figure 16 . The potential plants (shown in green) are interrelated with the results of the current analysis, as according to their analysis, there is great potential to build plants for instance in the Czech Republic, Croatia, France, Hungary, Italy, Spain and UK. For those countries the current analysis found that energy efficiency scores are overall quite low in comparison to other countries. Also Greece and Bulgaria show a great potential for building waste-to-energy plants which makes sense according to this analysis as for these countries efficiency scores are quite low as well. Energy efficiency levels across the 28 EU examined countries are quite low overall with only a few differentiated countries. As it stands, waste management is a crucial part in the context of the circular economy whereas prioritization needs to give to prevention, reuse, recycling and energy recovery and as a last resort disposal to landfills [89] . Therefore the circular economy requires a better understanding of existing waste infrastructure, including location and capacity [90] . The circular economy aims to accomplish the optimum production through the 3R principle-reduce, reuse and recycle-while minimizing resource utilization, pollution emissions and waste discarded [91] .
To deliver the circular economy governments need to collaborate with various partners to combine scientific research, policies and regulations, thus adopting a long-term policy framework [90] . Along those lines, the EU Commission's Circular Economy Package drives the treatment options that have been used by EU Member States. This package's aim is the acceleration of Europe's transition towards circular economy as well as the waste reduction targets across EU Member States [92] . Therefore it is essential to preserve the worth of products, materials and resources in the economy as much as possible and minimize waste generated [4] . Hence waste-to-energy addresses the problems of energy demand, waste management and GHG emissions at the same time, achieving a circular economy system [93] .
By 2020 196 billion kWh of sustainable energy could be produced through waste-to-energy plants which makes an equivalent of the energy produced by 6-9 nuclear stations or 25 coal power plants [94] .
At the same time one of the EU Commission's priorities is also a European Energy Union which ensures reliable energy supplies at rational prices for businesses and consumers and with the least environmental impacts [95] . This union would enhance the economy and attract investments thus creating new jobs opportunities [77] . Competition policy in the EU is essential for the internal market with the first liberalisation directives established in 1996 (electricity) and 1998 (gas) and the second liberalisation directives adopted in 2003 [95] . This competition policy aims mainly to ensure that companies compete fairly, providing more choices to consumers and helping reduce prices and improve quality [96, 97] .
Despite these regulations, markets seem to be largely national and with relatively few cross-border trade, therefore the EU Commission has paid great attention into controlling potential mergers (such as the proposed merger between EDP and GDP in Portugal), into setting up rules for mergers and in controlling state aid to energy companies across the EU [95] . In more detail, it is essential to have an EU competition policy, mainly to achieve [96] :
Low prices for all: more people can afford to buy products and businesses are encouraged to produce.
Better quality: competition encourages businesses to improve the quality of goods and services they sell and to attract more customers and expand their market share. • More choice: businesses will try to make their products unique. • Innovation: in their product concepts, design, production techniques, services, etc.
Better competitors in global markets: competition would enhance European companies' strength outside the EU and enable them to hold their own against global competitors.
Also waste-to-energy could relieve the EU from foreign imports, for instance in 2012 it imported 4 million TJ of natural gas from Russia, whereas waste-to-energy could substitute 19% of Russian gas imports [94] . Unfair competition will only hinder the clean energy transition as far as Member States continue to provide fossil fuel subsidies, such as direct subsidies to uneconomical coal mines, capacity mechanisms for emission intensive power plants, tax relief for company cars or diesel fuel and similar measures [77] . More detailed research conducted in China by Zhang et al. [97] shows that raw material price subsidies increase profits both for recycling and biofuel companies, but investment subsidies only produce greater profits for recycling companies. One important and unexpected issue that needs to be taken into account and has undoubtedly affected energy efficiency in EU Member States is the financial crisis from which the EU has been suffering severely after 2008. This can also be noticed in the efficiency scores obtained through the present analysis, whereas efficiencies have decreased after 2012 when the crisis became more imminent.
As for the future steps, the EU plans for a climate-neutral Europe by 2050 through investments to realistic technological solutions, the empowering of citizens and aligning action in key areas such as industrial policy, finance, or research [6] . In those regards studies suggest that the potential for using heat from waste could be an equivalent to 200 billion kWh per year by 2050 [90] . Therefore it is essential to already have consultations with young people, citizens affected by the energy transition, inventors, social partners and civil society, mayors and other politicians to show the potential of realizing this energy transition [78] .
Conclusions and Policy Implications
The current paper examines energy efficiency across 28 selected EU Member States and reviews the potential for energy recovery from waste according to the efficiency scores obtained for the examined Member States. The efficiencies are assessed through DEA under CRS and the following variables are examined: final energy consumption, GDP, labour, capital, population density, NOx emissions (from energy), SOx emissions (from energy) and GHG emissions (from energy) from Eurostat data and for the years 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014 and 2016. The two models that are designed use two outputs one desirable (GDP) and one undesirable (aerial gas emissions -GHG, SOx and NOx) with different inputs in each case.
The bias corrected efficiency scores show that overall Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, Greece, Lithuania and Slovenia are efficient under both frameworks. Also most countries seem to maintain their efficiency scores with only the Czech Republic, Finland, Ireland, Malta, Romania and Slovenia marginally improving theirs. At the same time, it can be noticed that most countries have higher environmental efficiency scores over 2010 and 2012 with a decrease after that.
These efficiency scores show that EU-wise environmental efficiency levels regarding energy consumption and emissions tend to be quite low overall, therefore it is suggestible to move towards waste-to-energy with two main objectives, namely sufficient and sustainable energy production and effective treatment of MSW. This option would enhance the circular economy, whereas prioritization needs to give to prevention, preparation for reuse, recycling and energy recovery through to disposal, such as landfilling. Waste to energy addresses the problems of energy demand, waste management and GHG emissions simultaneously.
Together with the EU Commission's competition strategy, these options would ensure reliable energy supplies at rational prices for businesses and consumers and with the least environmental impacts. Along with these and taking into account the current analysis' results, it is essential to account for the financial crisis which affects EU since 2008. Namely the efficiency scores show a decrease after 2012 when the crisis became more imminent (Figure 13 ). Regarding future steps towards a climate neutral Europe, investments into technology along with the empowering of citizens and industry need to be considered.
The models of the present research could be enriched with additional control variables which could incorporate specific characteristics of EU countries, such as their technological level regarding waste management especially, their institutional background and their education level to name a few. Moreover once data become available it would be useful to expand this research with more recent data to better reflect today's situation. Acknowledgments: This work has been supported by the General Secretariat for Research and Technology and the Hellenic Foundation for Research and Innovation (HFRI). Thanks are due to the three anonymous reviewers and the Editors for their helpful and constructive comments. Any remaining errors are solely the authors' responsibility.
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